Diagnosis of acute thoracic aortic dissection using combined echocardiography and computed tomography.
Acute dissection of the thoracic aorta is a life-threatening emergency requiring a diagnosis which is rapid, accurate and safe, and which will distinguish between dissections involving the ascending and descending aorta. In the absence of any general agreement on the best method of making this diagnosis we studied the use of combined echocardiography and contrast-enhanced computed tomography (CT) to diagnose acute aortic dissection. Over a 3 year period 23 patients were investigated in this way. Aortic dissection was demonstrated in 18 cases, involving the ascending aorta in 15, and the descending aorta alone in three. The diagnosis of aortic dissection was confirmed in 13 patients at surgery, in one at aortography and in one at autopsy. Three patients died without surgery or autopsy being performed to confirm the diagnosis and the subsequently which accounted for their symptoms. This combined approach has proved a valuable and safe means of investigating aortic dissection.